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Urban multiculture and everyday encounters in semi-public, franchised café spaces
Introduction: Everyday encounter and café spaces
Amid normative 'big' arguments over the politics of belonging, multiculture and local and national identity, the routine, micro ways in which ethnic and other forms of difference are lived out in everyday settings are often overlooked. As some of us have noted elsewhere (Author B et al 2013) , much social science literature and public interest in multiculture tends to focus on crisis, where difference is taken to mean inequality, segregation and resentment, spilling over into riots and/or extremism. Such framings tend to be preoccupied with cultures as fixed and bounded, with the solution being either assimilation into some notion of a majority culture or, failing that, institutional means of bridging between cultures to produce 'cohesion'.
In contrast to these discourses of cultural absolutism and in the context of increasing migration and cultural diversity within and outside cities there has been something of a 'convivial turn' (Author B et al 2013) as an emerging literature focuses on the ways in which cultural and ethnic difference is negotiated and managed in everyday lives and places (Wise and Velayutham 2009; Hall 2012; Author B and XXXX 2013; Byrne and de Tona 2013) . Part of this negotiation is the slight or taken for granted encounters in public spaces, where the physical nature and social construction of these spaces are important for the quality of the mixing that occurs. This means attending to the 'micro-geographies' of encounter (Amin 2002; Hall 2012) and in this article we focus on the semi-public spaces of chain cafes and fast food restaurants -semi-public because, despite being formally marketised and privately owned, they take on the form of public space through the ways in which they are used. While we follow others (Laurier and Philo 2006a; Zukin 2010; Woldoff et al 2013) in scrutinising social interactions within these spaces we are particularly interested in how they are used by diverse populations. This paper first explores ethnic diversity within the anonymity of franchised café space and second, reflects on the meanings of convivial multicultural social relations in particular localities.
These findings arise from our two year ESRC funded i research project, discussed below, which investigates the changing configurations of multiculture and social relations within different areas of urban England and draws on Amin's contention that 'much of the negotiation of difference occurs at the very local level through everyday experiences and encounters ' (2002: 959) . We begin by examining some of the sociological thinking around café spaces and sociality, before examining the micro-geographies of café spaces and their relationship to place. We present data from a series of participant observations in three chain cafes in three places to expand empirically on how 'conviviality', in the sense of 'living together with difference' (Gilroy, 2006; Hall, 2000) works in time and space in these informal environments.
Multiculture, conviviality and café spaces
In her ethnography of a London street the urban sociologist Suzanne Hall (2012: 52-53) introduces Nick's Caff, 'a small meeting place in a large and rapidly changing city'. Hall cautions that 'to relegate Nick's Caff solely to the status of an eating establishment' would be to miss the point because the cafe space, used by a mix of migrant, local, long-settled and newcomers, 'provides a base to consider the complexities of belonging in a local place like the Walworth Road'. In using Nick's Caff to examine the often micro encounters and exchanges between diverse populations Hall's work echoes the sustained emphasis that sociologists have given to public space; from Goffman's (1963) concept of civil inattention emerging from his analysis of behaviour in public space to Habermas ' (1989) connections between public spaces and public discourse to Zukin's (2010) (Waters, 2006) , which suggests that forms of power other than coercion may be at work (Allen 2003 ).
Ritzer's thesis echoes Augé's 'ethnography of non-places' that 'create solitary contractuality' (Augé 1995 (Augé [1992 : 94) in contrast to more communal experiences of place. Like Ritzer, Augé postulates that the anonymity of things like superstores and hotel chains can create familiarity through its very globalised and decontextualized nature. Both Ritzer and Augé have been criticised for their assumptions that such anonymous places are without context, history, or social relationality (Miller et al 1998; Merriman 2004; Goidanich and Rial 2012; Sharma 2009; Muhr 2012 Gilroy's (2004) concept of conviviality.
Moreover ethnographic accounts of food and coffee chains in diverse geographical settings show that the meanings of these spaces is fluid and intimately attached to locality (Muhr 2012) . For example, in their work comparing independent and branded café spaces Woldoff et al (2013) found that although the 'independent coffee houses offered local flavour that Starbucks does not' (217) the Starbuck's cafes offered higher levels of sociality and were places in which staff chatted with customers 'on a first name basis, were familiar with their regular orders and knew significant personal information about them' (209). In their ethnomethodogical study of café space Eric Laurier and Chris Philo (2006a and 2006b; Laurier 2008) suggest that cafes are 'a place where an individual can be left alone in relative comfort by others, even as she is in their presence' (Laurier and Philo, 2006a: 204) . Their study raises questions about gestures, conversations, temporal rhythms, the layout of cafes and people's choice of seating, all of which we pick up on in our own ethnography of 'uneventfulness'.
This comfortable co-presence is pertinent to our work and a far cry from the solitary world of Auge's non-places. However, such locally-contextualised studies tend to focus more on the meanings attached to these chain and/or particular intimate café spaces, their amenities and products, socialities, practices and etiquette rather than as spaces of ethnic diversity and mixing.
Corporate café spaces and multiculture
The way in which franchised semi-public spaces offer and generate inattentive forms of sociality is reflected in Amanda Wise's (2011) 'light-touch' sociality occurs 'precisely because they slide beneath the "Otherness radar" of the average suburban consumer (of whatever ethnicity) ' (2011: 88) . This is a slight and slow-burn multiculturalism made possible by the anonymity of the spaces. Wise connects these processes to an unfolding 'space of hopeful encounter' relating to both the malls and their relationship to their surrounding neighbourhood, arguing that that we should not read all chain restaurants as essentially the same. Wise's main emphasis is on the specific foods being consumed as part of 'becoming multicultural', in a reworking of bell hooks ' (1992) critique of 'eating the other' as a form of cultural appropriation.
The proximities of ethnic diversity among customers in consumer environments are also part of Elijah Anderson's (2011) work on semi-public spaces in Philadelphia. Anderson argues that the ethnic diversity of the city's Reading
Terminal indoor market is distinct, since 'the many lunch counters encourage strangers to interact, as they rub shoulders while eating. At certain counters in particular, talking with strangers seems to be the norm ' (2011: 34) . Anderson contrasts this with experience in other urban spaces, suggesting that 'The
Terminal is a neutral space in which people behave civilly, whatever their ethnicity, usually will not be scrutinised, as would likely happen in the city's ethnic neighbourhoods if an unknown person were to pass through. In these neighbourhoods taking notice of strangers is the first line of defence but the Terminal is not defended in this manner ' (2011: 34 while also having a large proportion of social housing (Jones, 2014) . In Hackney we studied Nando's, a chain chicken restaurant. It sits on a busy junction in a grand three-storey Victorian building that was once a pub. With the pub's elaborate Victorian tiling still in place Nando's both accommodates this distinctiveness and combines it with its own branding which emphasises the chain's AfricanPortuguese roots. Along the main road are small discount shops, grocery stores, the occasional basic chain store, and many Turkish and Kurdish eateries, alongside a more recent proliferation of trendier bars and cafes.
The 
Multiculture and mix in the semi-public franchised café spaces
It is immediately apparent from our participant observation and field notes that each café attracts a diverse group of customers, in terms of ethnicity, age, gender and class. In all our visits to McDonald's in Milton Keynes its clientele seemed very ethnically mixed and more ethnically diverse than the other cafes in central Milton
Keynes, and more diverse than the population in the shopping mall in which it sits.
The following extract from Kxxxxx's fieldnotes captures this combination of diversity and also of a relaxed sociality: Skrbis and Woodward (2007: 745) argue that 'ordinary cosmopolitanism is […] a negotiated frame of reference for dealing with cultural difference. This negotiation is brought to mind as this description captures the connections between the corporate environment (the music, the queue), being at ease (laughter, banter), and the ways in which ethnicity/ethnic identity is part of this ("I'm Asian! You've got the wrong continent!").
The sense of these cafés being at once highly managed environments, and yet having a relaxed informality appears to create a social confidence about being in While this might fit with corporate control worried over by Ritzer and others we would suggest that this familiarity with the routines and practices generates a confidence in visiting and being in such spaces. Knowing the routines of a place like Nando's makes you something of a regular, and is knowledge which you can carry to other branches. We noted people who were greeted with familiarity by serving staff, as well as noticing the same people as we hung out during participant observation. Laurier also (2008) discusses how café regulars provide a sense of continuity for other customers. You do not know these others but hearing someone else recognise them, affirms a sense of sociability and togetherness without leading to direct interaction. In other words McDonald's, Costa, Nando's -and similar franchised cafe spaces -are knowable and immediately recognisable. In this way they become accessible and invite senses of easy belonging. While the corporate and brand recognisability of these cafés can be seen to deliver an easy cosmopolitanism or highly regulated environment, the paradox seems to be that these are also malleable spaces defined through the behaviour of those who use them, creating ways of belonging and entitlement to be in them.
Not all cafés are the same
The ethnic diversity of the clientele of the chain cafés we studied contrasts with other cafes in our field sites, and often in ways that sit uneasily with the critique developed by Ritzer and others in their call for resistance to the McDonaldization.
While our research did not intend to be comparative the distinctions between different café spaces became apparent both from our participant observation and in our interviews with local residents. We did not ask about café use specifically, but many participants mentioned the role of cafés as social spaces. For example, in both a group interview with park users and another with 6 th Form students in Oadby, participants spoke of how pleased they were to have a Costa and how much friendlier it was compared to the other local cafés. In our café time in Oadby there did appear to be a broad but consistent difference between an older and mostly white café population in the more obviously 'local' cafes compared to the younger and more ethnically diverse population in Costa. Sxxxxx's fieldnotes describe some of this difference between the cafes, While the contrast between the diversity/non-diversity, business/quiet is obvious in this note it is the distinction between the familiar, 'brand atmosphere' of Costa and the more 'teashop atmosphere' of the small café that is striking. The teashop feel resonates with the way in which some participants spoke of Oadby -as being a village or town -and in this way the small café can be seen as having a particular social ('villagey') and spatial ( In Hackney the differences between café populations are particularly striking.
I'm so happy to see the Costa as it is raining and cold […] Hxxxxx hasn't arrived yet so I order a coffee -there is a bit of a queue and there is a conversation between us all about the weather and how horrible it is. A Muslim woman about my age chats to one of the two staff behind the counter and two young women -both South
Some of this difference seems to reflect the rapid processes of gentrification in the borough, which has affected house prices and the wider social life of Hackney.
While Hackney has a long history of urban middle class residence (Butler 1997; Wright, 2009; Jones 2013 ) the accelerated rise of house prices, thriving media, creative and fashion industries and the proximity to the financial City of London have attracted increasingly affluent residents to the area. These population shifts and the social impacts are manifest in the proliferation of independent bars, cafes and restaurants, and were an ongoing part of our conversations with participants (Hall 2012: 102) .
We suggest the new café spaces in Hackney and independent café spaces in Oadby are far from the cultural neutrality and recognisability of the franchised café spaces. But there were also contradictions and complexities about perceptions and affection for the local. In the Hackney creative writing group there was opposition to chains and brands as well as the critique of the new independent cafes. This local=good is a familiar narrative and we did spend time observing some of the more community-orientated independent café spaces in
Hackney. Despite what might be described as their 'sympathetic localism' these café spaces did not have same significant levels of ethnic diversity that Nando's or of society -localised, community embedded, caring. Yet, in our observations, it did not appear to be able to generate the 'hopeful encounter' that Wise (2011) sees as a possibility of consumption spaces and nor did it exhibit the intensely localised inclusion of Nick's Caff in which 'long standing' and 'enduring relationships had been made between the proprietor and customers and where there was a 'high correlation between regular customers and local residents (Hall 2012: 103) . Our purpose here is not to simplify or over-claim the inclusive diversity of franchised café spaces but to reflect on why and in what ways the geographies of the corporate consumer spaces may be of particular value for understanding mixing and social interactions in contexts of contemporary urban multiculture.
Discussion and conclusion
Semi-public franchised café spaces demand attention as elective leisure sites in which there are significant levels of locally-configured ethnic diversity, in contrast to their apparent homogeneity as corporate globalised non-spaces. As in earlier work (Author B et al 2013) and like Byrne and de Tona (2013: 3) we suggest that the 'placing of a study' is critical for understanding the nature of interactions, the staff or at the self-clearing points. In contrast to Anderson's study, the interactions we observed were not primarily framed as performances of ethnic mixing across pre-defined boundaries; unlike Wise's study, the spaces we researched were not defined by diverse cultural origins of the foods consumed in them, but by the ways that apparently bland spaces were reconfigured as available for diverse users. The familiarity and homogeneity of the cafés' layout, menus, and expected practices make it possible for a range of uses to be projected onto them. They act in this way for people of multiple ethnicities, with multiple migratory histories, of different class and life course positions and across gender.
The regularity and standardisation of corporate cafés allow them to function as 'open' to confident use in a way that more boutique, specifically 'ethnic' or intensely 'local' consumption spaces may not.
We have suggested that the ways in which franchised café space only ask for -and expect -a thin sociality incorporates Goffman's (1963) 
